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THE PULSES OF THE BODY
Romantic Vegetarianism and its
Cultural Contexts
Timothy Morton

If the Rich do not in some Measure imitate the Diet
and Labour of the Poor, and in some Degree keep
to the Letter of this Precept, their Riches will
become a real Curse, in as far as Health is more
valuable than Wealth.
George Cheyne, An Essay of Health and
Long Life (1725), 76

f

1^5 he current crisis over bovine spongiform encepalopathy
or BSE, commonly known as "mad cow disease," in the
UK has prompted an increase in arguments for
vegetarianism and organic farming, and a fresh critique by the
media mainstream of issues of technology and modernity. In
March 1996 The Observer succinctly noted the social and
ideological results of the enclosures of the agricultural
revolution, wresting people from the intimacy of contact with
the land enjoyed by the peasants and giving rise to the
peculiarly Anglo-Saxon aetiolation of taste in favour of a
thoroughly modernist approach to food, reconceived as pure
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nutrition. The long march had begun towards Oxo, Bovril and
what Des Esseintes calls "solid juice" and "osmazome" in A
Rehours's (1884) decadent fantasy, conceiving of the prose poem
as meat extract. Romantic-period vegetarianism, while at times
a significant denunciation of the excesses of capitalist modernity,
may also be construed as the vanguard of those same modern
constructions of food-as-nutrition which led, through the
stringencies of laissez-faire, to the current BSE crisis.
This essay revisits some of the themes investigated in Shelley
and the Revolution in Taste, uncovering new material in the
process.' The introduction sketches the historical and social
contexts of vegetarian rhetoric, and outlines that rhetoric. The
following section explores Romantic-period vegetarian rhetoric
through close readings of John Stewart, James Montgomery,
James Gillray and William Blake, with references to Percy
Shelley and Alexander Pope. The third section places the
consequences of these readings against the broader background
of transformations in the sphere of civil society in the Romantic
period.
The conclusion draws some parallels between
Romantic-period vegetarian rhetoric and Romantic theories of
representation, and raises general questions about the Enlighten
ment humanist project in which this rhetoric finds its ideologi
cal support.
Four causative processes influenced the growth of fairly
widespread vegetarian subcultures in the Romantic period.
First, the long-durational history of diet and table manners, as
explored by Norbert Elias, had been tending towards a more
fastidious, or even downright aversive, approach to meat. In
the structure of highly differentiated class behaviour around
issues of consumption in the middle ages, the table became a
' I am grateful to Kevin Cope for inviting me to present an early version of this
article as the paper "Vegetables and Veracity" at the eighteenth annual conference
of the Northeast American Society for Eighteenth-Century Studies, Fordham
University, 6-9 October, 1994. A version of this paper was also given at the
generous invitation of the Critical Forum at Washington University, St. Louis, on
12 April 1996.
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privileged zone of manners, adjustment, control.^ The secular
"upper class" had an "extraordinarily high" meat consumption,
eating up to twenty-one pounds per head per day; monasters
practised abstinence while the lower-class consumption was
"extremely limited." In the medieval upper-class diet, spices
played "a major, vegetables a relatively minor role." "The dead
animal or large parts of it [were] often brought whole to the
table," including birds with feathers, "quarters of veal," "whole
rabbits, lambs," "latter venison or the pigs and oxen roasted on
the spit": hence the importance of carving meat for the
well-bred, giving rise to Erasmus' statement, "Discenda a primis
statim annis secandi ratio" (the art of carving should be taught
at once from the earliest years of childhood). The master of the
house or a distinguished guest carved at meals. The early-mod
ern and modern transition from "larger to smaller family units"
went along with an increasing aversion to carving. Elias
declares that the rationality of this culturally-constructed
aversion is only a rationalization. It might be more accurate to
say that rationality is not a disguise of disgust, but coterminous
with it. "The sight of butchers' shops" became distasteful.
Vegetarianism developed as a vanguard reaction from the
culture of aversion. The animal form began to be "concealed
and changed by the art of its preparation." The joint emerged,
retaining the ideological significance of the big-lump-of-meat,
but it was smaller and carved out of sight: "the distasteful is
removed behind the scenes of social life. Specialists take care of
it in the shop or the kitchen."^ European society began to
conform to the fastidiousness noted by Plutarch as one of the
main reasons for being vegetarian: would the meat-eater feel so
happy if she or he had to kill and prepare the animal them
selves?'^ The division of labour which this implies became
^ Norbert Elias, The History of Manners {The Civilizing Process, vol. 1), tr. Edmund
Jephcott (New York: Pantheon, 1978), 111.
^ Elias, 118-121.
Plutarch, Plutarch's Moralia, tr. H. Cherniss and W. C. Helbold, vol. XII
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1957), 993B.
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especially acute in Britain during the long eighteenth century,
marking the rise of capitalism.
Secondly, the growth of a culture of luxury, following in the
wake of the surpluses created by burgeoning capitalism and its
colonial and imperial offshoots, generated a spectrum of adverse
responses from the medical to the moral, in which vegetarian
diet played a significant role. McKendrick, Brewer and Plumb
have studied the birth of the consumer society in the eighteenth
century, and Charlotte Sussman has recently explored ways in
which abstinence from luxury items such as sugar played with
the emergent discourses of consumerism. Joseph Ritson
(1752-1803), the atheist, radical antiquarian and vegetarian,
claimed to have been converted to the diet by reading Remark
P in Mandeville's The Fable of the Bees (1714), one of the first
books to disengage the notion of luxury from its theological
and moral stigmatization.^ One can only imagine that Ritson
must have read it very seriously. Against the flaunting of
enjoyment in the new culture of luxury, vegetarianism offered
a form of negated, transcendental enjoyment through aversion
and denial. This accords with the gendering of vegetarianism
by authors such as the physician Thomas Trotter (1760-1832),
for whom the diet counteracts the feminizing and debilitating
effects of the luxury culture.^ Just as the male fashion of long
hair had begun not to signify effeminacy but naturalness, it was
somewhat macho to be a vegetarian in this period, despite the
ways in which vegetarianism also played with the rhetoric of
sympathy and sentimentalism.^
Thirdly, the emergence of modernity, or what Foucault
called the modern episteme, with its special attitudes towards
' See Christopher Berry, The Idea of Luxury: a Conceptual and Historical
Investigation (Cambridge and New York: Cambridge University Press, 1994),
132-35.
' For further discussion, see David Simpson, The Academic Postmodern and the Rule
of Literature: a Report on Half-Knowledge (Chicago: University of Chicago Press,
1995), 101-102.
' My thanks to Erin Mackie for her helpful suggestions on this subject.
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representation and the body, contributed to the growth of
vegetarian subcultures. The "analytic of finitude" delimited the
source and authentication of enunciation and representation to
the body and mind of the individual speaker or object of
inquiry.' Truth, as it were, disappeared inside the object, giving
rise both to empiricism and to scepticism. Modernity moved
towards a form of immanent spirituality, in which meaning and
value could be extracted from the object rather than imposed
from outside it. (This has often been interpreted as "seculariza
tion," but it is doubtful whether that is entirely accurate.) New
kinds of theological, political and aesthetic question were being
asked about animals: latitudinarian divines debated the place of
animals in heaven, and animal rights rhetoric was on the rise,
as charted in Keith Thomas' Man and the Natural World and in
Keith Tester's Animals and Society.^ For nature now no longer
seemed subject to an externally-imposed law, but to be
autotelic.
The varied mixtures of sentimentality and empiricism in the
rhetoric of vegetarianism, when it comes to the representation
of animals, are examples of the effects of the analytic of
finitude, in which the truth could be measured and felt on the
pulses of the body. The concept of truth emanating from the
body had ethical and political implications: it is associated with
ideas of private property and inalienable rights. This idea of
truth can be measured against its opposite. Henry More
(1614-1687), the Royalist, Cambridge Platonist, and critic of
Boehme, took positions against Lockean mechanism and in
favour of vivisection, contrary to the late twentieth-century
obsession in postmodernist and ecofeminist circles with the
notion that the Enlightenment was the espousal of masculin
ized, violent technologies against nature. Of course, the
boundary between listening to the "truth" of the natural world
' See Simpson, The Academic Postmodern, 79-80.
' See also Timothy Morton, Shelley and the Revolution in Taste: the Body and the
Natural World (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1994), cb. 1.
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and dissolving into it had to be policed by an anthropocentric
culture, as evidenced by Wollstonecraft's anti-sentimentalism in
Original Stories from Real Life (1791), similar in tone to John
Newbery's Tom Telescope (1742).
Fourthly, the late eighteenth-century factors of urbanization,
industrialization and social revolution played their part in the
growth of vegetarianism, as discussed more fully in the first
chapter of Shelley and the Revolution in Taste. London
exemplified these factors, and it is not surprising that many of
the writers on vegetarianism in the period, for example Percy
Shelley, Thomas Trotter, William Lambe (1765-1847; an
advocate of vegetarianism and filtered water) and John Frank
Newton (1767-1837), articulated their support of the diet with
the scourges of the city in mind.'° The growth of London
affected food production, distribution and consumption. The
adulteration of food became a serious issue, serious enough for
the first government report about it in 1820, by Frederick
Accum (1769-1838), and songs about adulterated meat and milk.
Whether its inhabitants were really eating what they thought
they were eating became important, as did the condition of the
animals who had to travel to Smithfield through a longer and
more difficult route, prompting the humanitarian prose of John
Lawrence in his treatise on horses (1798). A bill on animal
rights was proposed by Thomas Lord Erskine (1750-1823) in
1809. Erskine had a dog which he introduced at consultations,
a goose and two leeches, and published An Appeal in Favour of
the Agricultural Services of Rooks (1807). London became
available for globalizing studies of disease and demography, for
example in the work of Bateman and Beddoes. Medical
geography as practised by Fink emei^ed as a way of plotting
the course of disease, and the painter John Martin (1789-1854)
was interested in shoring the Thames against cholera after
1827.'^ The urgently new capacity for mapping broad epidemiSee Morton, Shelley and the Revolution in Taste, 65, 133, 159, 160, 165, 167.
" See Morton D. Paley, The Apocalyptic Sublime (New Haven; Yale, 1986), 127.
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Figure 1: James GiUray, Temperance Enjoying a Frugal Meal (1792).
Reproduced by permission of the Royal Pavilion
Art Gallery and Museum, Brighton.
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ological trends was reflected in the rhetoric of vegetarianism,
with its concern for the body not only of the individual but
also of the nation.
Concerning the French Revolution, the graphic satire of
Gillray and the prose of Burke are full of images of cannibal
ism, intoxication, and intemperance, which they associate with
Jacobinism. Satires on the Regency also addressed consump
tion. Gillray's cartoon Temperance Enjcying a Frugal Meal
(1792) [Fig. 1]'^ depicts George III eating eggs and spinach near
a copy of George Cheyne's work on vegetarianism which rests
on a trunk. Earlier in the century Cheyne (1671-1743), a
iatromathematical and Behmenist doctor to the literary circles
of Richardson and Pope (his letters to Richardson were
published in Shelley's day in 1817), had advocated a vegetable
diet as a cure for nervous and many other diseases. Moreover,
in a time marked by famine and bread riots, England was
gripped with images of wild excess across the Channel. The
BSE crisis of 1996 has provoked newspaper cartoonists to
employ much of the same visual rhetoric. The Roast Beef of
Old England, popularized by John Arbuthnot, Gheyne's
carnivorous opponent in the diet wars of the early eighteenth
century, is evidently still available in the image repertoire.
In addition, the pro-revolutionary discourse of rights played
with notions of animal rights, while the rights of woman and
man were, articulated through animal rights rhetoric. Thomas
Taylor, a member of Mary Wollstonecraft's circle, wrote the
parodic A Vindication of the Rights of Brutes (1792). In it he
asked where Wollstonecraftian responses to liberty's journey
may lead: women's rights, animal rights, vegetable and even
mineral rights? Taylor's book may have been an coded way of
placing the rights of man before an increasingly gagged and
surveyed public, in a year that witnessed the royal proclamation
against sedition. The pseudonymous Bruce's Voyage to Naples
Reproduced by permission of the Royal Pavilion Art Gallery and Museums,
Brighton.
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(1802) describes a vegetarian Utopia at the center of the earth,
visited by a man who falls down the crater of Mount Vesuvius:
"Their food consists entirely of the productions of the
earth....They never kill any living creature for food"; meals are
eaten in the minimum time "necessary to satisfy the calls of
nature.""
In this fusion of long- and short-durational historical
processes there arose a popular vegetarianism that for the first
time attracted large numbers of people who were not mystics
or wealthy patients of the doctors like Cheyne. For example,
there was the market for vegetarian recipe books like On Food,
published by George Nicholson (1760-1825) in 1802.
Nicholson also published a treatise on the human treatment of
animals and On the Primeval Food of Man: Arguments in Favour
of Vegetable Food (1801). Richard Phillips (1767-1840) was a
vegetarian publisher imprisoned for publishing Paine's The
Rights of Man. He also produced an edition of Erskine's speech
to Parliament on animal rights. Michael Donovan's Domestic
Economy (1830). contained a chapter on "Appetite, Epicurism,
and Cruelty to Animals."" There was also a church for three
hundred Swedenborgians at Salford, founded in 1809 by the
appropriately-named William Cowherd.^^ Percy Shelley's A
Vindication of Natural Diet (1813), which echoed Wollstonecraft
and Taylor in its very title, used Paine's radical revision of
Matthew's gospel in The Rights of Man, in a line about the axe
of reform striking at the root of evil, the poison tree." Shelley
was referring to the corrupted dietary habit of meat-eating.
" See Gregory Claeys, ed., Utopias of the British Enlightenment (Cambridge and
New York: 1994), 257.
" Michael Donovan, Domestic Economy, 1 vols. (London: printed for Longman,
Rees, Orme, Brown and Green, 1830), 11.1. My thanks to Liz Denlinger for
pointing this out.
" Morton, Shelley and the Revolution in Taste, 16.
See Jon Mee, Dangerous Enthusiasm: William Blake and the Culture of Radicalism
in the 1790s (Oxford: the Clarendon Press, 1992), 5.
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which produced ennervation and violence, and sustained class
oppression.
Romantic-period vegetarianism in Britain was both a political
statement associated with the French Revolution and an ethical
statement about the rights of animals. It was also a means
towards greater health and long life and a mode of distinction
for reformist members of the middle and upper, and to some
extent the artisanal working classes. But was there a poetics of
Romantic vegetarianism.^
Three main rhetorical and poetic effects resulted from the
causative processes outlined above. Overall, they may be
described as the "vegetables-and-veracity" effect: the emergence
of sentiment and truth from the body of nature, including the
animal body. First, the rhetoric of "disfiguration," discussed at
length in the last four chapters of Shelley and the Revolution in
Taste, opposed the notion of the symptom, attempting to
imagine a state of physical and social being not marked by
anomalous pathologies: into the category of pathology fitted
crime and tyranny, to some extent, as well as disease. The
butcher's knife was equated with the operations of language
upon its referents, as in Plato. Vegetarian rhetoric is in part a
desperate attempt to stop the signifier sliding around and
disfiguring everything. It fetishizes the notion of a society
purged of the trauma of contingency, in denial of the structural
nature of that contingency as explored by Hegel, Derrida, and
Zizek. Meat, for the vegetarians, was what Derrida calls a
"re-mark," a traumatic hole in the social symbolic order which
constitutes it as such.'^ Vegetarianism conceived of a society
without such inexplicable holes, and in this it partakes of the
. same rhetoric as the Enlightenment discourse of absolute
freedom and the social contract.
Secondly, ekphrasis, in this case an extreme form of
prosopopeia, was employed in representing a silent suffering
" Slavoj Zizek, For They Know Not What They Do: Enjoyment as a Political Factor
(London and New York: Verso, 1991; rpt. 1994), 72-81.
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nature, to annotate the pulses of the body upon which the truth
could be discerned. In Shelley and the Revolution in Taste I
called it "macellogia," or violently inverted demonstrative
rhetoric representing butchery and vivisection. Ovid's account
of the rape of Philomela, and Shakespeare's revision of it in the
story of Lavinia in Titus Andronicus, both of which notably
employ ekphrasis, can be sensed in a wide range of eigh
teenth-century and Romantic period vegetarian writing.
Gillray's depiction of Eve in his unsigned frontispiece for John
Oswald's vegetarian The Cry of Nature (1791), discussed below,
positions the viewer of the dead fawn in the place of Masaccio's
Eve expelled from Paradise, blinded and numbed by the
eloquent violence of the killing. The body itself can become a
speaking picture, if truth emanates from within it.
Thirdly, vegetarian rhetoric appears to be conditioned by a
sort of "dietary logocentrism," for want of a better phrase.
This metaphysics of consumption distinguished between
nutrition and flavour in general, the violent and the peaceful
when it came to procuring food, and the cooked and the raw,
and the seasoned and unseasoned, when it came to preparing it.
A sort of culinary nudism was in effect: Shelley's circle were
not just against meat, but against cooking and seasoning,
partially because of William Lambe's theories of the origins of
cancer.^^ The Newtons, with whom Shelley was associated in
the vegetarian circle at Bracknell, Windsor, in the early 1810s,
were also naturists. A myth of unmarked food, of "pure"
nutrition, was elaborated, for example in Geoige Gheyne's
notions about "chyle," that substance into which all foods are
broken down in the stomach. Since for Gheyne vegetables
were more readily turned into chyle, they were closer than
meat to having value as pure nutrition.^' Vegetarianism in the
period knew no concept of natural marking, as seen in the late
twentieth-century fascination for oi^anically-grown food. The
Morton, Shelley and the Revolution in Taste, 61.
" Geoi^e Cheyne, An Essay of Health and Long Life (Dublin, 1725), 10-11, 37.
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vegetable diet in the period resembled more our concern about
nutritional supplements: a "magic bullet" approach to eating
also reflected in the modernist TV dinners and space-age foods
of the 1950s and 1960s. Marked rawness, for the Romantic
vegetarians, was ineluctably the province of meat, as in Goya's
painting of Saturn, or the quasi-nudes of ham slices and beef
carcasses by Magritte and Soutine. Chinese culture has tended
to sculpt vegetables in a simulation of meat: this is the exact
opposite of Romantic vegetarianism's culture of crudity.^° In
this light. Peacock's gift of peppered mutton chops to the
ailing Shelley on their boat trip up the Thames must have been
hard to swallow.

Romantic Vegetarian
Rhetoric ^
John "Walking" Stewart (1749-1822) idiosyncratically exem
plifies Romantic-period vegetarian poetics. A self-educated poet
who travelled in Asia, Africa and North America, Stewart
wrote a long didactic poem. The Revelation of Nature (1796.^),
partly in response to the French Revolution. Stewart held
soirees on Sundays in Cockspur Street, to which came Robert
Owen, the publisher Thomas "Clio" Rickman, John Taylor,
Thomas Taylor, Henry Ceot^e Bohn and Thomas de Quincey,
where he conversed about his ideas. Stewart cured gangrene on
a diet of roast apples and bread.^' Stewart had become a general
in Hyder Ali's army after serving as a writer under the East
I am grateful to Orrin Wang for a discussion of this.
John Stewart, Opus Maximum; or, the Great Essay to Reduce the Moral World from
Contingency to System, in the Following Sciences: Psyconomy; or, the Science of the
Moral Powers; in Two Parts: 1st, Containing the Discipline of the Understanding; 2nd,
the Discipline of the Will: Mathemanomy; or, the Laws of Knowledge: Logonomy; or,
the Science ofLanguage: Anagognomy; or the Science of Education: Ontonomy; or, the
Science of Being (London, 1803), xx.
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India Company in Madras.
His philosophy, extensively
presented in a number of prose works, can be summed up in
the words of The Revelation of Nature-. "Think, think aloud, nor
violence do / to sensate being."^^ The poem contains a long
section on health and diet and some prose notes on food.^^
Stewart's doctrine of non-violence stems from a conception of
the eternity of matter and something like the Hindu law of
karma.
The Revelation of Nature ends with a counter-revolutionary
statement:
SHOULD the dread reign of rabble's number'd throng.
From Constitution, tear the reigns [sic] of power.
And self unknown, its own domestic ill.
Infect the public body with disease;
Let nature's child seek mountain far recluse.
From Savage fool, or civil man run mad;...
and who does offend.
Eject from nature's asylum, new form'd.^'*
While differing in sympathy for the French Revolution, Stewart
shares with the vegetarian Jacobin John Oswald (d. 1793)
concepts of the role of reason, nature, and temperance.^® This
adds strength to the idea that attitudes to diet in 1790-1820
were not confined to those who wholeheartedly supported the
French Revolution. Indeed, Stewart was not a reactionary
monarchist and he shared ideas about how civilization may lead
to monopoly, luxury, and class division with the vegetarian
John Stewart, The Revelation of Nature, with the Prophesy of Reason (New York:
printed by Mott and Lyon, "in the fifth year of intellectual existence, or the
publication of the apocalypse of nature, 3000 years from the Grecian olympiads,
and 4800 from recorded knowledge in Chinese tables of eclipses, beyond which
chronology is lost in fable" [1796?]), 34.
Ibid., 21-26, 56-65.
Ibid., 33-34.
See Morton, Shelley and the Revolution in Taste, ch. 1, "The Cry of Nature."
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John Frank Newton and his friend, Percy Shelley.^^ Stewart's
ideal social structure of "peaceful militarism," based on the
Spartan barracks, seems at once anti-despotic and authoritarian.
Shelley's A Vindication of Natural Diet is also aware both of the
violence of war and of the pragmatics of a wartime economy.^^
Stewart's pompously-entitled Opus Maximum is an extraordi
nary attempt "to Reduce the World from Contingency to
System" (the subtitle). The reduction of the world from
contingency to system involves the change from "discourse" to
"law," frorri descriptions to programs, from signs to axioms; in
short, from logos to nomos.^^ Stewart declares that knowledge
has reached a point at which logos may be replaced by nomos:
we know enough about reality to start delineating program
matic axioms. Hipparchus' "astrology" becomes "astronomy,"
and Erasmus Darwin's "zoology" becomes "zoonomy."^'
Perhaps the attraction of America for Stewart, seen as the acme
of perfectibility, was its pragmatics of nomos.^°
The'ease of transition from logos to nomos is Stewart's way
of erasing the disruptions of a social transition from despotic
structures figured by the tyrant, the slave, and the isolated self,
to authoritarian, axiomatizing structures in which veracity itself
becomes a discipline. This is bound up with his rejection of the
violence of the French Revolution. Immorality may now be
explained as a simple geometric deviation from the axioms of
nomos. Stewart outlines rules "for the Discipline of Language":
"To use no word that does not represent some real object or
real relation, amenable to intelligence and experience."^'
Meaning may be measured on a "double scale of truth, called
Stewart, Opus, 190-92.
Percy Bysshe Shelley, A Vindication of Natural Diet, in The Complete Works, ed.
R. Ingpen and W. E. Peck, 10 vols. (London and New York: Ernest Benn,
1926-30), VI:15.
Stewart, Opus, 226.
Ibid., 226.
Ibid., 151.
Ibid., 119.
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practice and theory." None but the "philosopher" can truly
speak "the language of nature or elocution, which, by giving
determinate quantity and quality to words, terms, and phrases,
enables speech to be the just and intelligible interpreter of
thought, while that is the just mirror of all intelligible things."'^
"Elocution" can be read as a Latinization of ekphrasis, which
would indicate a model of representation based on expression.
This resembles Romantic culture in general, but the metaphor
of the mirror complicates a simplistic Abrams-style interpreta
tion of Stewart's rhetorical theory.
Mathematical, axiomatic models presuppose a language of
no-language, a pure communication through the window of the
equals sign. Stewart is being not ontological but practical,
concerned with an economics of language, a sense of the
temperate good housekeeping of the word.. Reality may see its
natural and law-giving face in "the mirror of all intelligible
things." Nature has a face, a physiognomy, and this law of
faces may be traced in measured thought.
Though "economy" is the one missing "nomy" in Opus
Maximum, Stewart is attempting to subject the spheres of
knowledge and social life to the laws of economics. His
response to the "barbarism, which since the revolution of
France threatens the whole extent of human population,"^^ is
figured in terms of the economics, the "house rules," of diet;
I go to bed at eleven, and rise at six, all the year round.
I make it a rule to take the temperate exercise of walking
two hours before breakfast, and three before dinner,
every day. I abstain from tea, coffee, sauces, and all
stimulative aliments; I eat of plain roast and boiled, and
drink nothing but small beer, taking care always to feel
" Ibid., 127-29.
Ibid., xiii.
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the inclinations of appetite before I sit down to my
meals.^"*

While this is not strictly a vegetarian regimen, it shares its
quality of temperance; and vegetables play an important
medicinal role.
For Stewart the self is only a moment in the material cycle:
he is a "homo-ousiast," believing in the identity of all existing
things. In The Revelation of Nature, he explains his constant use
of the image of ripples of sympathy found in Pope's An Essay
on Man, iv.361-72 as an allegory:
A disordered body, when in the paroxysm of the gout or
stone, or any chronic disease, possessing sensation of most
excruciating anguish and pain, must communicate the
pain to the alliment [sic], which he incorporates or
animates; if he eats no more than is necessary for cure or
sustenance, nature is not injured, because the comfort of
an intellectual being, is to be preferred to the comfort of
brute matter; but every atom of aliment, which exceeds
those effects, is gratuitous anguish, transferred, to brute
matter, his fellow being; and every atom, to which he
conveys this torture, is a wonton [sic] increase of injury,
done to his integer nature.'^
Again, note the mathematical use of "integer." By exercising
sympathy towards the very "crust he eats," the homo-ousiast
would never so much as harm a fly, or "be the tyrant of his
species." The wave of sympathy would eventually cause him or
her to rise through brutal instinct to the level of a universal
self. This combination of rationalism and sympathy is
unexpected from a late twentieth-century postmodern or
" Ibid., xix.
Stewart, Revelation, xiii-xiv.
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ecofeminist perspective, and is a symptom of the dietary
logocentrism discussed in the introduction.
Stewart's model of the universe is a cyclic system in which
"brute matter" is transmuted into vegetable matter, and thence
to the animal kingdom.'^ As soon as the self realizes that it is
only a brief moment of consciousness within this cycle,
benevolent theories and actions result:
I wish it was in my power to procure for the whole
sensitive system this beneficent volition of death ["regard
ing the coffin as a cradle"], and to teach the noble horse
and the innocent steer, with the same stroke of the horns
or the heels that destroys their cruel tyrants, to dissolve
the identity of self, which lives and feels only in a point
of mode, but is interested throughout the whole circle of
existence in the endless transmutation of its indestructible
matter.^^
The self is the momentary center of a concentric rippling of
sympathy. Stewart praises "the beautiful allegory of Pope,
comparing the undulations of a lake to the peaceful emotions
of self-love"; in this scheme "Nations, or the whole species of
mankind, must ultimately sympathize with their fellow-beings
the brute species; for while cruelty and violence of any kind is
inflicted in this wide relation of self, there can be no peace or
repose for human nature."^'
The rhetoric of peace determines the contents of The
Revelation of Nature's section on health:
Ere my pen closes health's didactic rules.
One sacred precept more let mem'ry fix:
Let food, or cloaths, or house, no sensate life
Stewart, Opus 216-17.
Ibid., 228.
" Ibid., 90-93.
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Destroy, on brute one transient pang inflict;
This link penult, in matter's boundless chain.
If shook, must jar the whole; this central law
Revolves quiescent self, and nature, peace7'

In addition to this peaceful rhetoric, Stewart fears contagion and
pollution, symptomatic of the wider bourgeois emphasis on
cleanliness as "socially useful, maximising the potential of the
body for society.'"'" Stewart prescribes exercise, and the
circulation of air in bed, through the clothes or in one's house,
lest "Men breathe in sickness, excremental air." The signifi
cance of air in reformist discourse goes back at least as far as
John Evelyn's Fumifigium (1661).
As an initial regime,
vegetable diet, whether acid for medicine (in fruit) or alkali for
nurture (in farinacea) is recommended.'" Evelyn (1620-1706)
published Acetaria, a Discourse of Sallets (1669).
There are echoes of Stewart's rhetoric of benevolence,
inspired by Pope, in the didactic passage on vegetarianism in
Shelley's Queen Mab (1813), itself influenced by An Essay on
Man (1733-34). Pope sought to naturalize a post-Restoration
social order in which individual and community, king and
commons, must exist in a mixed state. He describes an
expanding circle of consciousness, extending smoothly from a
central self, and Stewart quotes it:
God loves from whole to Parts: but human soul
Must rise from Individual to the Whole.
Self-love but serves the virtuous mind to wake.
As the small pebble stirs the peaceful lake;
The centre mov'd, a circle strait succeeds.
Another still, and still another spreads.
" Stewart, Revelation, 26.
Mark Jenner, review of G. Vigarello, Concepts of Cleanliness: Changing Attitudes
in France since the Middle Ages, tr. J. Birrell, (Cambridge and New York:
Cambridge University Press, 1988), in History Workshop Journal (1990), 151.
•" Stewart, Revelation, 21-26.
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Friend, parent, neighbour, first it will embrace.
His country next, and next all human race.
Wide and more wide, th' o'erflowings of the mind
Take ev'ry creature in, of ev'ry kind;
Earth smiles around, with boundless bounty blest.
And Heav'n beholds its image in his breast, (iv.361-72)
Pope's circles extend with ease, without seeming to conflict
with one another. This kind of concentric pattern is still a
feature of discourses on animal rights and environmental
ethics.'^^ The benign mental flow may be compared with
Stewart's neutral flow of matter, which:
. Drove on by sympathy and reason's strife.
Breaks on the shore of all existent life;
Sinks in the soil of matter to repose.
And self and nature's endless union shows.'''
Stewart out-tropes Pope here by adding four lines to the lines
he quotes from An Essay on Man, showing how the providential
guarantee comes not from without but from within, from
interiorized virtue. Shelley's vegetarian poetry was not
directly influenced by Stewart. Shelley writes about the
Pythagorean transience of matter and soul in the Utopian
conclusion to Queen Mah (ix.146-170). He was influenced by
Plato in such passages, but Pythagoreanism and Brahminism are
also significant."''' Shelley was also aware of the poetry of James
Montgomery (1771-1854), a Moravian and an important figure
See J. B. Callicott, "Animal Liberation and Environmental Ethics: Back Together
Again," in E. C. Hai^rove, ed., The Animal Rights/Environmental Ethics Debate:
the Environmental Perspective (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1992),
259.
•" Stewart, Revelation, xiii.
Percy Bysshe Shelley, The Letters of Percy Bysshe Shelley, ed. E L. Jones, 2 vols.
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1964), 1:110.
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in anti-slavery literature/' Anti-slavery writing often played
upon other humanitarian themes, such as vegetarianism.
Montgomery was the son of a missionary to the West Indies.
He was imprisoned for libel between 1795 and 1796 for writing
a poem on the liberation of the Bastille. His collection, Prison
Amusements (1797), contains "The Bramin [sic]." This poem
also employs waves of sympathy:
As day the night, and night succeeds the day.
So death re-animates, so lives decay:
Like billows on the undulating main.
The swelling fall, the falling swell again;
Thus on the tide of time, inconstant roll
The dying body and the living soul, (i.17)'*'

\

The chiasmatic assonance of "The swelling fall, the falling swell
again" encapsulates the rhetoric of identity upon which
vegetarianism depended. The poem discusses the growth of
plants from the corpse which anticipates Shelley's elegy on
Keats, Adonais (i.45fF; or "In every animal inspired with breath,
/ The flowers of life produce the seeds of death," 23). And in
Shelley's Alastor, a Poet is observed feeding the animals with
"bloodless [vegetable] food" (101), prefigured in Montgomery's
address to "'all the wild inhabitants of woods,/Children of air,
and tenants of the floods'" (ii.ll; see Alastor, 1-14). The
human soul is pictured changing '"through ten thousand forms
of being'" (ii.18), perhaps an orientalizing use of the Chinese
phrase "ten thousand things," used in Taoism and Buddhism to
describe the universe, though not strictly in Brahmin philoso
phy. Montgomery concludes with an injunction not to harm
animals:

Ibid., 1:216.
James Montgomery, Poems on the Abolition of the Slave Trade; Written by James
Montgomery, James Grahame, and E. Benger (London, 1809).
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Crush not the feeble, inoffensive worm,
Thy sister's spirit wears that humble form!
Why should thy cruel arrow smite yon bird?
In him thy brother's plaintive song is heard.
When the poor, harmless kid, all, trembling, lies.
And begs his little life with infant cries.
Think, ere you take the throbbing victim's breath.
You doom a dear, an only child, to death.
When at the ring the beauteous heifer stands,
stay, monster! stay those parricidal hands;
Canst thou not, in that mild dejected face.
The sacred features of thy mother trace? (ii.27)
Despite its confusion of parricide and matricide, this is a
powerful instance of the ekphrastic rhetoric of the natural diet,
with its depiction of "that mild dejected face." Metempsychosis
provides a way of construing an embodiment of the human
species in every other species. The language of human presence
("spirit," "infant cries," "mild dejected face") is comparable with
Shelley's "There's not one atom of yon earth/But once was
living man" {f)ueen Mah ii.211). It is not the otherness of the
animals which is valued, but their sameness. A figurative
scheme is set up in which the human face is seen on the face of
all creatures. Shelley's most famous vegetarian lines, part of his
description of a futuristic, ecotopian revision of Isaiah, employ
this kind of faciality:
no longer now
He slays the lamb that looks him in the face.
And horribly devours his mangled flesh.
{Queen Mah, viii.211-13)
The truth can be read on the face of living creatures. But this
discourse of veracity also involves the temperance of internal
bodily discipline. These are two aspects of a moral response to
something construed as universal, axiomatic and contrary to the
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James Gillray, Frontispiece for John Oswald, The Cry of Nature (1791).
Reproduced by permission of the British Library from shelfmark 1388b.26.
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upstart egotism of tyrants: the face of nature itself. Vegetarian
ism was about reconstructing the notion of nature, negotiating
boundaries between selves apd others under the aegis of
sameness.
Gillray's frontispiece for Oswald's The Cry of Nature
contains a dinner plate placed invitingly at the bottom left,
curving out of the picture plane (1791) [Fig. 2].'*^ Two
observations can be made about this: (1) We are being placed in
an ethical and interpretive relationship with the image.
Butchers' knives do not kill fawns, but here one does,
implicating the everyday meal in the horrors of huntsmanship.
The plate, to be construed as a receptacle for blood or an
offering (see the discussion of the church below) seeks a visceral
aesthetic response. Revulsion implicates us in a Schilleresque
Bildung-style involvement with an incomplete object-in this
case, the mangled fawn. The plate is like a messenger-speech in
a Greek tragedy: it beckons onto some past scene of violence
and invites us to comment. Notice also that the victims are
gendered, and notice the representation of the breast in the
Diana-like figure of Nature, bearing in mind that for many
writers in the eighteenth century milk was the ideal vegetarian
food. Indeed, the illustration is almost an inversion of the
myth of Actaeon and Diana, calling to mind the ekphrastic
violence of consuming nature in the raw.''® (2) The dice of our
response have been loaded in some way: from our perspective
the image's rhetoric resembles the compulsive compassion of
late twentieth-century humanitarian advertisements. It compels
us to complete its meaning.
Thus, the ekphrastic figure of the outward-turning dinner
plate is a relay point in a miniature hermeneutic loop. This
very loop is what involves us in that larger incorporation, the
state.
Gillray, unsigned frontispiece for John Oswald, The Cry of Nature; or, an Appeal
to Mercy and to Justice, on Behalf of the Persecuted Animals (London, 1791).
Reproduced by permission of the British Library from shelfmark 1388.b.26.
I am grateful to Lanya Lamouria for discussing this with me.
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What about the church in the background? It looks like a
low, nonconforming, possibly even dissenting church—were
radical meetings held there? It is possible to draw a direct line
through its spire down through the weeping head of the fawn's
mother and onto the plate. Is the church condemning or
condoning the scene in the foreground? Oswald the vegetarian
atheist would ai^ue one way but Gillray leaves the image open.
The sphere to which diverse writers bring their arguments
about the body and the natural. world, is precisely that
ambiguous, shifting zone of civil society.
Civil society consists of institutions like churches, schools,
families, gender and racial and species identities, traditions or
"cultures" in their broadest aspects and longest histories: those
areas which vegetarian rhetoric tries to render smoothly
concentric. The relationship between the state, the administra
tive and military complex, and civil society, has often been
problematic. The strength of so-called "Western" civil society,
ai^ued Gramsci, was the reason why revolutionary wars of
manoeuvre failed to work there, while in Russia, with its
all-encompassing state and pitifully "gelatinous" civil society, a
revolution flourished.
Romantic-period vegetarianism
constituted a facet of a hegemonic moment in British culture,
the emergence of a historical bloc characterized by a will to fuse
the institutional ideologies of civil society with a freshly-con
ceived model of a national, industrializing, urbanizing state.
While the radical vegetarians appear quite "far out" in their
critique of certain existing social structures, their proposals are
the vanguard of this more extensive change.
Foucauldian arguments about the period are often concerned
with the secularization of pastoral power. But the notion of
secularization is a problematic overemphasis. It might be more
accurate to say that the attempted fusion of lived, civil society
and state penetrates right into the body, and into the objects of
consumption. Vegetarianism provides an example of what
Foucault calls a "technique of the self," a discipline that is not
just an aesthetic process of contemplation but an active work of
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adjustment. Vegetarianism had earlier been associated with
introspection, asceticism and mysticism. In the seventeenth
century, there developed various radical responses to the
English Revolution, some of which, like that of the Royalist
Thomas Tryon, involved vegetarianism and a kind of New
Agist philosophy. But by the late eighteenth century, urban
and industrial conditions had developed to the extent that
vegetarianism was becoming popular, both in its simple form as
a cheap alternative to meat that had gradually become an
increasingly enclaved commodity, and in its more complex
forms as a mode of social distinction for reformist members of
the middle and upper classes, and some parts of the upper
working class.
Diet reaches into civil structures such as the family and
gender identity. For example, in Blake's early narrative, Tiriel
(c. 1789), influenced by Rousseau's and Mary Wollstonecraft's
new educational theories,"" all is not well in the Tiriel
household;
The child springs from the womb. The father ready
stands to form the infant head while the mother idle
plays with her dog on the couch. The young bosom is
cold for lack of mothers nourishment & milk is cut off
from the weeping mouth with difficulty & pain. The
little lids are lifted & the little nostrils opend. The father
forms a whip to rouze the sluggish senses to act and
scourges off all youthful fancies from the new-born man
then walks the weak infant in sorrow compelld [sic] to
number footsteps upon the sand.^° (8.12)
Ideologies about the diet of a nurturing mother's milk prevailed
in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, featuring
See Kathleen Raine, William Blake (London: Thames and Hudson, 1970; rpt.
1993), 39.
William Blake, The Complete Poetry and Prose of William Blake, ed. David V.
Endman (New York: Doubleday, 1965).
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in the vegetarian section of Rousseau's Emile (translated 1763).
Throughout the eighteenth century vegetarianism was associated
with the milk diet, most notably by George Cheyne and his
friend "the Milk Doctor of Croydon": milk's whiteness and
status as primordial food makes it ideal for the cult of
non-marked diet.^^ The evils of the inattentive family were
criticized in John Frank Newton's The Return to Nature (1811),
one of the vegetarian books that influenced Shelley.
The structural fragmentation of the capitalist economy led to
an appeal to manners and "spontaneous bodily habits" as the
bulwarks of ethical life.^^ Newton disparaged the dissipations
of physical and psychic health afforded by modern urban life in
civil spaces like the theatre, preferring a more intimate and
close-knit family scene. Vegetarian ideology parallels the
double-edged discursive possibilities of the appeal to the body's
habits: increasing consensual politics on the one hand, what
Horkheimer called '"internalized repression,"' and on the other,
presenting the ideological challenge of "new dimensions of
feeling.""
Of all the Romantic-period writers, perhaps it was Blake
who saw through the ideology of state/taste education with the
greatest ire; though with typical complexity, he was not averse
to advocating it in Tiriel. In The Book of Urizen (1794) the
discriminating reason of the protagonist, with his desire for one
homogeneous law, seems to perform an act of vivisection on
reality, cutting his world up into "vast enormities":
Fright'ning, faithless, fawning
Portions of life; siiriilitudes
Of a foot, or a hand, or a head
Or a heart, or an eye; they swam, mischevous [sic]
Dread terror! delighting in blood, (viii.23.2)
" See Cheyne, Health, 16.
Terry Eagleton, The Ideology of the Aesthetic (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1990), 23.
" Ibid., 28.
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Note the butcherly use of "Portions." Plato warns about
cutting up logos like a bad butcher.'"' Urizen's act of epistemological butchery is a function of his oppressive, statist power,
where reason is as instrumental as a butcher's knife. In lines
that anticipate the ones in Auguries of Innocence about the
starving dog predicting the ruin of the state (9-10), Urizen
saw that life liv'd upon death:
The Ox in the slaughter house moans
The Dog at the wintry door.
And he wept, & he called it Pity, (viii.23.27)
Thus butchery and cruelty to animals, and the pity that protests
against them, are born at a stroke.. The rhetoric of disgust is
very similar to the rhetoric of vegetarianism and animal rights,
presenting a mangled creature for the reader's pity, while
partaking in the subject/object power relation. The violence of
limb-slicing surgeons had already been noted by Blake. Indeed,
Sipsop the Pythagorean in An Island in the Moon (1784), who
"has the squeamishness of a vegetarian" was possibly based on
the sui^eon John Abernethy, whose research into digestive
disorders was important for Shelley in the writing of his
vegetarian prose." Sipsop discusses Jack Tearguts, or John
Hunter, whose essay on life was later refuted by Shelley's friend
William Lawrence. Blake's satirical mention of Plutarch, the
locus classicus of vegetarian argument, confirms this suggestion:
I only wish Jack Tearguts had had the cutting of Plutarch
he understands Anatomy better than any of the Ancients
hell [he'll] plunge his knife up to the hilt in a single drive
and thrust his fist in, and all in the space of a Quarter of
an hour, he [uncapitalized] does not mind their cryMorton, Shelley and the Revolution in Taste, 62.
David V. Eidman, Blake: Prophet Against Empire, 3rd ed. (New York: Dover,
1991), 101.
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ing-tho they cry ever so hell Swear at them...& tell them
that hell scrape their bones if they dont lay still & be
quiet.

Tearguts' very name is an indicator that Urizenic pity for
nature, matter and the body is here based upon a Walrus-and-Carpenter capacity for devouring it. As in Urizen, and
Wordsworth's "The Tables Turned," "We murder to dissect"
(28). But pity is what Urizen condemns as looping directly
back into the ratio-based division of subject and object that has
already caused the epistemological severing. Indeed, "Pity
would be no more / If we did not make somebody poor" ("The
Human Abstract," 1-2). The contradictory ideology of pity is
predicated on an anxiety about mediation between mind and
body, state and citizen. "Pity" wants to soften the mediating
technology that makes of language a butcher's knife. What the
vegetarians, animal rights writers, and reformist educators
cannot countenance are the disfigural properties of language
itself. It is the uncanny existence of the foot, head, and hand
as "similitudes," ghastly sprouts of life as simulation, which
drives Urizen to pity. The limbs are partial objects that exist
as kinds of language, or language itself, forever partial and
fragmentary. Stewart, Rousseau and others in the period sought
to counter such visions of tyrannical terror with the rhetoric of
organicity and myths about the transparency of language. Blake
was directly critical of this fusion of reason and pity. But even
he was happy to let the "Proverbs of Hell" declare that "All
wholsom food is caught without a net or a trap" {^e Marriage
of Heaven and Hell, plate 7).
' Blake, Poetry and Prose, 454.
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Emile's Education in the
State of Taste
A mode of social existence was being advocated through
aversive rhetorics of violence and disgust, a sort of "revolution
in taste." Food became, figuratively and literally, an important
site of pedagogical contestation. Vegetarianism provided a way
of addressing both the "outside" of the body, its relationships
with others (animals and the natural world), and the "inside" of
the body, its healthy homeostasis.
The child's body and her or his tastes became significant in
vegetarian rhetoric. What Rousseau, Shelley, and Joseph Ritson
perceived as the child's natural aversion to meat was also
perceived to operate in the "savage" by thinkers like Monboddo. In 1726 a pamphlet war raged over the phenomenon of
"Peter the Wild Boy," a root-eating, water-drinking child who
had apparently been suckled by wolves in the woods of
Hanover and brought to England, where he learnt to speak two
words, "Peter" and "George," the King's name, and where he
lived on a pension, to be discovered decades later by James
Burnet, alias Monboddo, the linguistic theorist. Monboddo was
fascinated by Peter and recalled in an article about him in The
Gentleman's Magazine (1785) that Sir Ashton Lever had an oran
outan "who learned to articulate a few words."''' Later, the
presence of Sir Oran Haut-ton in Peacock's Melincourt mocked
the primitive Monboddo and Rousseau. In a state of nature,
concluded Monboddo, man only lacked "the artificial use" of
the speech organs." Flesh-eating was also an artificial construct:
here Monboddo disagrees with Buffon. Monboddo's Antient
Metaphysics was in part about a mode of physical and dietary
James Burnet (Lord Monboddo), "Lord Monboddo's Account of Peter the Wild
Boy, formerly brought from the Woods of Germany," The Gentleman's Magazine
and Historical Chronicle , vol. LV (1785), 114.
Ibid., 113.
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education which would take the idea of the naturalness of
vegetable food into account.
A form of ontogeny-and-phylogeny argument about the
evolution of mankind could be traced in the fall of the adult
away from more basic, primitive and simple appetites, or a
narrative about originary fallenness that will be redeemed in a
millennial future. Vegetarian rhetoric was part of an assemblage
of strategies for re-imagining society and the body along lines
conforming to naturalized norms and allowing reasoned
progress and health within disciplined, temperate limits. Not
only radical poets (Shelley) but also thinkers like Bentham and
Adam Smith, were keen to point out the dangers of cruelty to
animals and the importance of vegetable diet.
Rousseau saw the problem of contemporary as to do with
fitting individuals into concretely determined positions. A
capitalist society "where the ranks alone are continued, and the
men keep continually changing [profession]," poses educational
problems.^' The creation of an integrated individual is thus at
issue. Rousseau criticizes coercive child-rearing, in which the
child's body is the property of the parent, to be moulded as she
or he sees fit. He cites Buffon on the bodily confinement of the
infant,^° and remarks that "several midwives pretend to give a
better shape to new-born infants, by compressing their heads."^'
Rousseau prefers an organic moulding from within. The child
should progress from being a slave and/or tyrant to being a
citizen, for although the child's "first ideas are those of empire
and servitude," "man is otherwise formed by nature.""
Education, for Rousseau, involves an element of laissez-faire.
The return to "nature" is based upon a deep distrust of
top-down statism. However, this does not prevent another,
more internalized, kind of growth. In Fuseli's Remarks on
" Jean-Jacques Rousseau, Emilius; or, an Essay on Education, tr. Nugent, 2 vols.
(London, 1763), 1.10.
Ibid. 1.12-13.
" Ibid. 1.12.
" Ibid. 1.22-3.
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Rousseau (1767), a fictitious letter appears about Rousseau's
techniques of the self: '"Has he not blasphemed man into a
being naturally good? Has he not, to the abhorrence of every
schoolmaster, affirmed, that the idea of God can have no
meaning for a boy of ten years; that to him Heaven is a basket
of sweet-meats, and Hell-a school?'""
It is the body's own tastes that exactly correspond to the
state of nature: "Naturally speaking, man has no better
physician than his own appetite."" The way taste and state run
into each other, conveniently as an anagram in the translation,
can be felt in: "The more we deviate from the state of nature,
the more we lose our natural taste."" The perfect society can
be registered on the pulses of the body.
Wollstonecraft's Original Stories from Real Life is preoccu
pied with education through aversion to violence, in which
relationships between children and animals become important.
Wollstonecraft's "Nonconformist distaste" for the "dehumaniz
ing callousness of a life of lascivious pleasure" was reflected in
her desire for a new politics of the body." Vegetarianism
castigated the dehumanizing effects of luxury, as Wollstonecraft
knew. Godwin was occasionally on a vegetable diet, and her
acquaintance Thomas Taylor, also a friend of Blake's, had
written A Vindication of the Rights of Brutes.
Original Stories is nicely poised between urbanity and an
ideology of nature, presenting a mode of bootstrapping
civilization whereby the successful reader must always already
be in a position of having grasped and internalized its meanings.
There is a similar strategy in Shelley's vl Vindication of Natural
Diet, which presupposes the light intellectual touch and moral
sensibility that it so earnestly encourages one to cultivate. Both
texts are about self-fashioning, coded through anti-cruelty and
Fuseli, Henry, Remarks on Rousseau (1767), quoted in Eidman, Blake, 178, n7.
Rousseau, Emile, 1.205.
« Ibid. 1.205.
Chris Baldick, In Frankenstein's Shadow: Myth, Monstrosity and Nineteenth Century
Writing (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1987), 21.
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the innocence of nature. Blake's frontispiece is a masterful
scene of instruction, like the title page of Songs of Innocence
(1789): a patient nurse or mother declares to her wards, "Look
what a fine
morning it is—Insects, Birds & Animals are all
enjoying existence." There is the smell of the locker-room
about this pronouncement, a fusion of enjoyment with moral
edification.
Mrs. Mason, the instructor, delivers a speech against animal
cruelty which is interrupted, but not contradicted, by the
"artless melody" of a lark.^^ But nature is not as natural as it
seems. In the third chapter, Mrs. Mason skilfully distinguishes
herself from rural sensibilities by remarking: "The country
people frequently say,—How can you treat a poor dumb beast
ill; and a stress is very properly laid on the word dumb;-for
dumb they appear to those who do not observe their looks and
gestures; but God, who takes care of everything, understands
their language."^' The stories, then, are designed to put their
addressees in the position of God, shepherding and "taking
care" of everything through an achieved openness to the
Other's prosopopeia. Thus while animals lack reason and
imagination, one must be urbanely "tender-hearted" to rise
above them.^' Stories are told that blur boundaries between
human and animal, advocating a sentimental tenderness towards
such pathetic characters as crazy Robin, who lives on haws and
blackberries and whose dog is shot.^°

" Mary WoUstonecraft, Original Stories from Real Life; with Conversations,
Calculated to Regulate the Affections, and Form the Mind to Truth and Goodness
(London, 1791), 6.
Ibid., 12.
" Ibid., 15-16.
Ibid., 24.
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Conclusion
Romantic-period vegetarianism has broad cultural implications.
Vegetarian rhetoric resembles Romantic theories of the symbol
which stress the normative value of the holistic body. For the
vegetarians, what ended up on one's plate was not to have been
mangled in the process of procuring and cooking. Todorov has
analyzed Romantic discourses of the symbol, authentic, integral,
resistant to the disfiguring shocks of allegory. In the Vorlesungen Schelling writes of how the mere form of objects "is
nothing but a significant exterior, the speaking physiognomy of
each thing, that, as long as it is not disfigured by any destruc
tive accident, gives a true evidence of its hidden essence
[WesenV^
The aesthetic modes used to sustain vegetarian techniques of
the self resemble Payne Knight's An Analytical Inquiry into the
Principles of Taste (1805), which castigates the abstract notions
of ideal found in other works on taste, preferring a more
concrete, sensuous, bodily approach. However, vegetarian
rhetoric's disgusting aversiveness pushes the language of the
tongue towards the more idealist, mental language of the eye.
Gillray's frontispiece is highly scopic, facial, visual. A better
way to approach the object of vegetarian didactic representation
would be to call it "the ideal as concrete."
"Let us make man," declares Hobbes in Leviathan (1651), and
expresses similar sentiments in De corpore politico (1640). The
social contract is imagined as a pact that produces a body. Such
imagination proved potent in the Romantic period, however its
writers may have engaged with Hobbes. In his intriguing
analysis of monstrosity, Chris Baldick suggests that the presence
of monsters in many Romantic texts signals "the growing
awareness, hastened in the heat of regicide and revolution, of
Tzvetan Todorov, Theories of the Symbol, tr. Catherine Porter (Ithaca: Cornell
University Press, 1982), 180.

86

1650-1850

destinies no longer continuous with nature but shaped by art."^^
One might want to modify "continuous with nature" to
"continuous with older notions of monarchy and religion." For
the task is now how to find non-hierarchical modes of rhetoric
in civil society, a task that involves a good measure of
boostrapping. If meat-eating makes you into an unreasonable
madman, then how is reason to persuade you otherwise.' This
is a symptom of a "crippling contradiction" within the
Enlightenment critique of absolutism and superstition into
which vegetarian ai^uments, including the supposedly Romantic
Shelley's, tend to fall: "For if [the philosophes] held on the one
hand that individuals were the determined products of their
environment, they insisted on the other hand that they could
rise above such lowly determination by the power of educa
tion....But what would be the determinants of that project.' Or,
as Karl Marx put it, who would educate the educators?.
The pressure to rationalize and naturalize this contradiction
cuts through each text in the subculture of anti-cruelty and
vegetarianism. The subject of anthropology appeared. The
article "Man" by Shelley's friend, the radical materialist and
evolutionary thinker William Lawrence, in the first edition of
Rees' Cyclopaedia (1810-1824), discusses the diet of human
ancestors and was used by Shelley in A Vindication of Natural
Diet. "Man" proposes that the time-serving, King-strewn
narratives of history must cede to the gentler, more natural
science of anthropology. There is a need to explore man's
"remarkable manners and customs...notions of decency...honor
and shame...the education of children and treatment of
women." The coupling is significant, coming under the aegis
of an alternative history of that non-marked genus, Man, and in
the light of the rhetoric analyzed in this article, which cancels
the violent content of gendered power relations between
Baldick, In Frankenstein's Shadow, 15.
Terry Eagleton, Ideology: an Introduction (London and New York: Verso, 1991),
65.
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masculinized reason and feminized pitiful nature while
preserving their form. "This history of man," remarks
Lawrence ironically, "would not be inferior to the narratives of
intrigue and treachery, of war, conquest, and desolation, that
compose general history."^'' In its contribution to anthropol
ogy's search for non-teleological descriptions of the human race,
and in its naturalizing biologism, vegetarian discourses also
proved that, in the words of Donna Haraway, "Man" was on
the menu.
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